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Stock outs cripple Tanzania’s health sector
Health service delivery in Tanzania has been greatly affected by the continuously poor availability, shortage and stock outs of essential medicines and medical supplies. A recent survey conducted by Sikika, on medicines and medical supplies availability, revealed a sorry state of affairs wheremedical facilities sometimes run out of stock of essential medicines and medical supplies up tosix months.
Reasons for conducting the survey
Sikika conducted this survey as a response to complaints received from health service users and providers on the shortage of absorbent gauze (an essential medical supply used in surgeries, cleaning wounds e.t.c) in public health facilities. Though the survey was centered on absorbent gauze,it also assessed the availability of other essential medicines and components such as ALU, surgical gloves, syringes, amoxillin, and quinine injections. The survey was conducted in 71 district councils and 30 health facilitiesacross Tanzania mainland, where District Medical Officers (DMOs) and facility in-chargers were interviewed. 
Summary findings of the survey
The survey unearthed that absorbent gauze was unavailable in 48% of the districts. Only 8% of the districts surveyed had sufficient stocks. Similarly, about 63% of the health facilities had availability problems while 36% of the facilities had no stock at all. It was also discovered thatonly 10% of health facilities had sufficient quantities to last them until their next order. This situation had persisted for a period ranging from three to six months prior to the study. 
Reasons for the shortage/stock outs
The shortages of surgical gauze (with other mentioned essential supplies) were attributed to, among others; the relatively long order cycle as most orders are sent to the MSD on quarterly basis. The findings show that70% of the health facilities surveyed wait for about two or more months before receiving their orders while only 10% had their orders delivered in less than a month.
The limited funds allocated and disbursed from the central government is also another cause; the medicines and supplies funds allocated by the government are not enough for the facility needs. This affects forecasting and ordering, as the facilities have to balance the limited funds available in their accounts against the needs. 
Difficulties in accessing alternative funds such as Community Health Funds (CHF), National Health Insurance Funds (NHIF) by the facilities is also blamed for the shortage of medicines. There is a long process to be followed by facilities (dispensaries and health centres) when they need to use funds held in their accounts under DMO’s supervision. But it is easy for DMO’s to use such money because it is under their control. The survey also revealed that only 30% of health facilities were able to buy supplies directly from private suppliers using alternative sources of funds when compared to 87% of DMOs who did the same.
The findings also show that most DMOs’ orders from the MSD were generally lower than their quarterly demand. On average, a district needs 148 rolls of surgical gauze per quarter but the average district order was 108 rolls. The same applied to facilities where their average quarterly demand was 12 rolls but they ordered 8 rolls. The main cause of this disparity seems to be limited funds available in their MSD accounts. Apart from poor projection, most DMOs (93%) and Facilities (90%) received less gauze than they order and this perpetuates shortages and stock-outs.

Recommendations 
In the report, Sikika recommends that, the MSD and MoHSW review the three-month order cycle and institute a one-month cycle. This will have the immediate effect of reducing the number of days a facility is out of stock of a particular item that is available at MSD stores. 
Also, the MoFEA and MoHSW /PSU, should use the allocation formula announced by the governmentwhen disbursing funds for essential medicines in health facilities and should also ensure timely and regular disbursement of funds. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]On the other hand, the PMO-LGA and the MoHSW should investigate and find solutions to obstacles faced by health care facilities when trying to access community health funds, in many cases held in district accounts, which could go a long way in helping to procure medicines from alternative suppliers when the MSD is out of stock.
Although the survey uses absorbent gauze as an entry point, the focus was to discuss the problems facing the public pharmaceutical procurement and distribution system in Tanzania. Sikika will use the findings of this report to advocate improvements in the medicines procurement and distribution system. 
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